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1.  BACKGROUND

Good morning.  

My name is Karl Pnazek and I am the President and CEO of CAP Services, a community action serving rural central Wisconsin.  I have been the CEO at CAP for 29 years and in the community action movement for more than 31.  I am here today to address what I think is the most important issue facing us today; the moral and fiscal imperative to return to what the founders of Community Action intended us to be.  To repeat, to return to what the founders of Community Action always intended us to be.  

You probably don’t know this, but one of the chief theorists of the community action movement, was from Stevens Point, where my office is located.  His name was Robert Lampman and he was an economist at the University of Wisconsin.  He was an economist, not a political scientist or a sociologist.  Lampman and the others who designed the War on Poverty always intended Community Action to provide an economic solution to poverty, i.e. to help families become economically self-sufficient.  This intent was clearly enunciated in President Johnson’s call for a War on Poverty and that is why the ensuing legislation was called the Economic Opportunity Act, not the Community Services Block Grant!!!
Proposal for A Nationwide War On The Sources of Poverty
Lyndon B. Johnson's Special Message to Congress, March 16, 1964

Because it is right, because it is wise, and because, for the first time in our history, it is possible to conquer poverty, I submit, for the consideration of the Congress and the country, the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964.

The Act does not merely expand old programs or improve what is already being done.

It charts a new course.

It strikes at the causes, not just the consequences of poverty.

THE ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY ACT

The purpose of this title is to stimulate a better focusing of all available local, state, private and federal resources upon the goal on enabling low-income families and individuals to attain the skills, knowledge and opportunities needed to become fully self-sufficient. 

COMMUNITY ACTION PROGRAMS 

SEC. 202. (a) The term "community action program" means a program….. which provides services, assistance, and other activities of sufficient scope and size to give promise of progress toward elimination of poverty or a cause or causes of poverty through developing employment opportunities, improving human performance, motivation, and productivity, or bettering the conditions under which people live, learn, and work;

Each Community Action Agency shall encourage housing development and services designed to focus on the housing needs of low-income families and individuals.

It is the sense of the Congress that it is highly desirable to employ the resources of the private sector of the economy of the United States in all such efforts to further the policy of this Act.

It seems clear to me.  The purpose of Community Action was and is to eliminate poverty by stimulating a better focusing of resources on helping low-income families attain the skills, knowledge and opportunities to become self-sufficient.

Nowhere in the President’s message to Congress or in the authorizing legislation is there any mention of distributing surplus commodities, providing emergency food, clothing or housing.  Yet 89% of all CAAs are involved in these activities and, according to the last NASCAP report, spending hundreds of million of dollars of precious CSBG funds to deliver these services.  

As valuable as these services might be, are they really anti-poverty activities?  Have we forgotten that CAAs were designed to create the ladders of opportunity in their communities, not be a social safety net that helps people survive poverty?  We must have forgotten because so many CAAs today use their CSBG funds to focus on addressing the symptoms of poverty and so few on addressing the causes.

I want to share with you an African folk story that provides the basis for my message today. Many years ago in Africa there was a small town located at a river crossing.  The town flourished because it was the only place to cross the river for miles.  Caravans from the east passed through the town on their way west and vice versa.  The town became quite a center of commerce and wealth.  One day, a baby was found floating down the river in a basket.  The town leaders placed the baby with a local family willing to provide a good home.  The next day, another baby was found floating in the river, and again, the town leaders placed the baby with a local family.  This continued for 30 days.  At that point, there were no more families willing to take in another child and the town leaders began considering building an orphanage.  During the discussion, one elder commented that rather than building an orphanage, maybe someone should go upriver and find out why all these babies were being abandoned.  That’s what the Economic Opportunity Act was designed to do, up-river planning for down-river problems.  For many in Community Action, however, we are stuck dealing with down-river problems.  How did this happen?

In the 1960’s CAAs focused on organizing themselves and implementing the various components of the Economic Opportunity Act.  Most of the 70’s, however, were spent linking low-income people to all of the new programs catalyzed by the War on Poverty (Food Stamp expansion, Manpower/CETA, Head Start, SSI, Low Income Weatherization Assistance and fuel assistance).  

In the 1980s, in order to survive the Reagan Revolution, we changed our public personae from catalysts of change to the social safety net.  We described ourselves as the ones who made sure no one starved and no one had to sleep on the street.  While the intent was only to protect our CSBG funding, many CAAs and state CSBG offices bought into this new brand as a revised mission statement.  They forgot about our role of community catalysts for building new and innovative anti-poverty efforts and instead adopted a role of helping low-income people survive poverty.  We rationalized it as the “stabilization” needed before we could begin our anti-poverty work.  An unintended consequence of this strategic change, however, is that today we have a whole generation of CAP Directors and state CSBG bureaucrats who define emergency services as the primary role of Community Action.

In the 80’s, however, some other CAAs looked at the Reagan revolution and realized that eliminating the causes of poverty was never again going to be a high priority in Washington or in our state capitals.  The precursors were everywhere:

· a reduction in the percent of federal spending being invested in the War on Poverty;

· a loss of public support for anti-poverty programs (i.e. the attitude that we fought the war on poverty and poverty won);

· a failure to index the minimum wage to inflation (even with a Democratic Congress);

· a movement in Washington to take away more and more programs from CAAs with their anti-poverty agenda and award them in block grants to states with little or no accountability; 

· states using block grants to reduce state funding for human service and community development programs; and

· an economy with an increasing disconnect between growth in wages and the ability of people to afford to live in the communities in which they worked or had raised their families.

These CAAs realized that just linking low-income people to government-funded income-maintenance programs like AFDC, or job training programs like JTPA, were never going to result in economic self-sufficiency for low-income families if there were no living wages jobs in their community, if there was no affordable housing for them to live in or if communities lacked the infra-structure to support job growth and housing development.  

These CAAs also concluded that based on 20 years of experience with community action programs, anti-poverty work was really long-term work and for CAAs to succeed they also had to address their own self-sufficiency or their communities could lose the capacity to sustain any type of ongoing anti-poverty effort every time CAA funding was threatened.

These CAAs decided to use the Reagan budget cuts and the change in public attitudes about poverty as the impetus to develop a new strategic plan, one that not only identified community needs, but included community-based strategies for addressing the “up-stream” causes of those problems.  They also committed themselves to achieving significant private sector involvement in addressing those problems.  These CAAs used the Reagan cuts as a catalyst for looking beyond traditional public sector funding, for engaging the private sector to not only promote the self-sufficiency of our constituents but also the self-sufficiency of our organizations.  Many CAAs use this opportunity to take Robert Kennedy’s advice that “to ignore the contribution of private enterprise is to fight the War on Poverty with a single platoon while great armies are left to stand aside.”  Some went so far as to incorporate the Smith Barney motto into their long term strategic planning, i.e. “to make their money the old fashion way, to earn it.”

2. THE IMPERATIVE

Some in the Community Action world say CAAs who focus strictly on self-sufficiency are just using the flexibility provided by CSBG to pursue a different strategy.  Some say it is just another example of CAAs operating different programs in response to local needs and boards and does not require a fundamental shift (or return) to the CAA role of catalyst and anti-poverty agency.

There are a number of us, however, who think community action itself is at a crossroads.  We either choose to continue with the work plan and “brand” of the social safety net or we make a paradigm shift (return?) to becoming the pre-eminent anti-poverty organizations in our community and to brand ourselves as the only true catalysts for building family and community self-sufficiency.  Many of us feel that failing to make this shift will result in the continuing erosion of support for CSBG and a continuing pre-emption of the catalytic mission of Community Action.  When the Enterprise Foundation states in its annual report that “Community action is the strength behind Enterprises’ mission to help people help themselves,” the mission of community action has been pre-empted.  When the Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation receives an increase in this year’s HUD budget because of its “successful community revitalization efforts,” the mission of community action has been pre-empted.  When LISC gets a national setaside to provide technical assistance to rural community development organizations to build community capacity to undertake housing and economic development projects benefiting low-income people, the mission of community action has been pre-empted.  When you compare this with a House-passed cut of 50% in our 2006 CSBG appropriation, Houston, we have a problem.  And even if we avoided the bullet for another year because of the work of NCAF, this problem is not going away.  

While CAAs contemplate what a 50% cut in CSBG means, I have been at meetings with CDCs where they talk about which CAAs are worth picking off when CAAs begin to fold.  Friends have told me about strategic plans at the national offices of Goodwill, Salvation Army, Catholic Charities and others that quite candidly talk about how to pre-empt CAAs in their home communities.  We have all seen the national ads for Catholic Charities, Volunteers of America and Habitat for Humanity, all claming the mantle of community action.  Where are our ads, where is our brand, for that matter, what is our brand?

Did you see the edition of Non-Profit Times that listed the 50 most influential people in the non-profit community?  Where is the representative of Community Action?  Our movement administers tens of billions of dollars and has tens of thousands of employees and an equal number of volunteers.  Where is our spokesperson?  Does the Boys and Girls Clubs of America really have more influence than we do?  Do Boy Scouts, Lutheran Social Services, American Cancer Society, Child Welfare League, the YMCA or Volunteers of America have more of an impact on America?  Are they even present in every community in this nation?  Why isn’t Community Action at the table?

Community Action needs to return to its roots.  We need to return to our mission of stimulating a better focusing of all available local, state, private and federal resources upon the goal on enabling low-income families and individuals to attain the skills, knowledge and opportunities needed to become fully self-sufficient.  We need to build local community infrastructure to do just this.  We need to develop a brand that reflects our community-building anti-poverty values.  

This is not just my opinion.  David Bradley at NCAF has told us that Community Action cannot afford to be what we are today if we are to grow or even maintain CSBG.  Congressman David Obey, one of our champions in Congress, has told me the same.  

Some people in Washington and in state capitals who profess to be our friends would have us believe that ROMA is the answer to our branding problem.  I maintain ROMA is represents as big a problem to the future of Community Action as the social safety net brand.  ROMA is a misguided effort to increase the minutia we report in a futile effort to generate Congressional support for the program.  In CAP Services’ case, the ROMA standards do not even come close to capturing our success in increasing opportunities for self-sufficiency for both participants and for CAAs.  Do we have a branding issue?  You bet, and doing more reporting on meaningless numbers is not the answer; we need to change our focus. 

How do we change?  First we must make a significant change in how we view CSBG.  We have to start looking at CSBG as our investment capital and start generating a reasonable return on that investment in terms of achieving self-sufficiency for both participants and for CAAs.  Some CAAs have already made that transition.  For them, traditional activities like food panties, energy assistance, and homeless services are no longer the major thrust or, in come cases even present on their menu of services.  Those activities have been replaced or superseded by job creation, entrepreneurship, workforce development, housing development and lending.

These CAAs’ indicators for success have also changed, from numbers outreached, pounds of food distributed, meals provided and nights of shelter to number of living wage jobs created or obtained, number of affordable housing units produced, number of households assisted in buying their first home, private sector investments leveraged and growth in assets and earned income for both individuals and CAAs!  

We also need to start measuring our success using criteria set forth in our mission.  Let me give you an example.  If the receipt of CSBG designates us as the premier anti-poverty organizations in our communities, why don’t we start measuring our anti-poverty results?  Why does the NASCAP annual CSBG report fail to even mention what should be our number one outcome, the number of people or households we moved out of poverty last year?  If we are anti-poverty agencies and not “learn to live in poverty” agencies, why aren’t we reporting on the primary reason for our existence?  Is it because we have lost our focus or because we are afraid of the results and don’t want to be judged on this anymore?

For measuring corporate self-sufficiency and community capacity building, some CAAs now consider financial balance sheets more important that operating budgets.  Assets, liabilities and unrestricted fund balances and numbers of individual investors have replaced revenues and expenditures as the primary financial indicators of growth and success.  Some CAAs today have hard assets in the tens of millions of dollars in the form of loans receivable, commercial and industrial buildings, land and equipment.  They earn millions of dollars a year from their activities to support their anti-poverty work.  They have built a community infrastructure with thousands of individual investors of time and money that are capable of sustaining and enhancing their anti-poverty work.

CAAs also have to learn to interface better with the private for-profit sector in our anti-poverty programming.  At many CAAs, private sector involvement is measured, if at all, by how much the annual donation is or by some banker’s participation on the board.  At other CAAs, private sector participation is measured by:

· How much in tax credits were purchased from the CAA and at what price;

· How many services were purchased from the CAA;

· How many long-term financial partnerships and investments were entered into with the CAA;

· How many companies borrowed money from the CAA or leased space from the CAA.

This new thrust has led to a broadening of public and business support for these CAAs.  Where once CAAs were anathema to some in the local business community, they are now perceived as an asset.  Where once public officials complained about CAAs and their penchant for starting government-funded programs and not being able to sustain them when federal or state support ended, some now call their local CAA for assistance in dealing with community development issues including brownfields, deteriorating neighborhoods, economic development, affordable housing, etc.

Perhaps the biggest long-term impact of these changes, however, is in the long-term sustainability of community action at the local level.  Where for some CAAs today any significant cut in CSBG will put them at great financial risk, others are using risk management techniques to determine at what point interest earnings on loans, rental income, service and developer fees and yes, income from private ventures, will be sufficient to keep them viable as anti-poverty programs despite cuts in CSBG.

This is not an easy transition.  “Upstream planning and development” requires acquiring new skills, building new capacities, and developing a willingness to accept risk that goes beyond whether or not a program will be funded next year.  It requires an entrepreneurial spirit, not a bureaucratic one.  In the short term, it means focusing on economic development, housing projects and workforce development where the private sector perceives it can’t make money and the public sector finds too risky.  Longer term, it means expanding that niche by helping the private sector understand it’s ability to make money working with low-income populations is enhanced by partnering with CAA, while at the same time growing our core capacities so we can eventually successfully compete with the private sector if we choose.

Upstream planning and development is not impossible.  There are many success stories of CAAs that have made this transition from throughout the nation.  What we need now, however, is to help every CAA make that difficult transition away from a focus of dealing with symptoms and being addressing causes.  We also need to make sure our national trade association begins to reflect these values, this renewed mission to anti-poverty programming.  Our new brand should be one that reflects this renewed commitment to building community capacity to eliminate poverty.  

Us you undertake this task, I ask you to remember this quote from Abraham Lincoln.  During the darkest period of the Civil War, when the war was going badly and he was beset by detractors all over the country, Lincoln wrote to a friend, “Always bear in mind that your own resolution to succeed is more important than any other.”  I ask that you share that resolution and return to what the founders of Community Action intended us to be, the pre-eminent anti-poverty organization in your community.  We really have no choice; we must succeed for our constituents, our agencies and our movement if community action is to survive and to thrive.  Thank you.

